III. Singer and PEC
As Buck passes on from the authority of one man to another, torture upon him gets multiplied and as speciesism operates, they all consider their action "morally justified".(Encyclopedia Britannica Online, web). Peter Singer advances his argument against speciesism on the basis of what he calls "the principle of equal consideration of interests" (PEC). This is the claim that one should give equal weight in one"s moral decision making to the like interest of those affected by one"s actions. PEC promotes the idea of human equality and therefore applies to racism and sexism. One should not privilege the interests of whites over the like interests of blacks, males over females etc.
Singer states that anyone who accepts the PEC must agree that it applies to animals as well as humans. Animals should not be treated as belonging to another species; rather they should be given equal status. In an interview with Salon in 2006, Singer makes his point clear : We have expanded the circle beyond our own race and we reject as wrongful the idea that something like race or religion or gender can be a basis for claiming another being"s interests count less than our own. So the argument is that this is also an arbitrary stopping place; it"s also a form of discrimination, which I call "speciesism" that has parallels with racism. I am not saying it"s identical, but in both cases you have this group that has power over the outsiders, and develops an ideology that says, Those outside our circle don"t matter, and therefore we can make use of them for our own convenience. (Jasmin Malik Chua, "Quote of the Day: Peter Singer on Speciesism"[treehugger.com; Science/Natural Sciences, September 22, 2007, Web; September 10, 2012] ) It is therefore the imperialistic politics that teaches man that he is superior and therefore has rights over other sentient beings. When man is unable to gain the upper hand over other humans, he does it to inferior animals. Speciesism propagates the principle of domination -"Well Buck, my boy", he went on in a genial voice, "we"ve had our little ruction, and the best thing we can do is to let it go at that. You"ve learned your place and I know mine. Be a good dog and all"ll go well and the goose hang high. Be a bad dog, and I"ll whale the stuffin" outa you. Understand?" (9) The man in the red sweater therefore, who is subservient to superior master, (the government agency, as we come to know later in the novel) in charge of the overland mails, carrying letters and mails to the Klondike; in turn, asserts his superiority over the animals he is in charge of.
He was beaten (he knew that); but he was not broken. He saw once for all, that stood no chance against a man with a club. He had learned the lesson, and in all his afterlife he never forgot it….As the days went by, other dogs came, in crates and the ends of ropes, some docilely, and some raging and roaring as he had come and , one and all, he watched them pass under the dominion of the man in the red sweater. (10) Next, as Buck passes from the charge of one master to another, he comes across new breeds of dogs. As the new masters Francois and Perrrault take hold, Buck along with Curly, comes across two other dogs, "a big, snow-white fellow from Spitzbergen" and "a gloomy morose fellow" called Dave, who desired to be left alone and showed Curly plainly that "there would be trouble if he was not left alone". (11) As already stated, speciescism operates in the animal-animal relationship as well as animal-human relationship and as the novel proceeds further, we make this observation in the relationship between Buck, Spitz, Dave and an old husky dog, Sol-leks, which means The Angry One.
London"s introduction of the dogs is quite humorous, but the role they play is quite significant and conspicuous. Through the description of their nature, Jack London gives the inkling of the tussle in the animal world and also makes us aware that the struggle for supremacy and the human desire to cling to one"s position and maintain his place, is observed in animals also. As new dogs are added to the team, the old ones exhibit and manifest their importance. The attitude of the old dogs towards he new ones is worth mentioning in the second chapter entitled "The Law of Club and Fang" -By afternoon, Perrault, who was in a hurry to be on the trail with his dispatches, returned with two more dogs….Buck received them in comradely fashion, Dave ignored them, while Spitz proceeded to thrash first one and then the other.(15 emphasis mine)
As time passes, the dogs become aware of the task ordained to them. As courier for the Canadian Government bearing important dispatches, Perrault was to secure the best dogs for the task and both Buck and his team do justice to his labour. Gradually the dogs are animated with eagerness to do work. It transforms them and even Buck is surprised at the change. The toil of the traces seemed the supreme expression of their being, and all that they lived for and the only expression in which they took delight. (17) IV.
Survival of the fittest
But this delight did not last long. The hostile weather condition coupled with days of unending toil and the little food to eat made things unbearable. And Buck was the first to sufferHe never had enough and suffered from perpetual hunger pangs. Yet the other dogs, because they weighed less and were born to the life, received only a pound of the fish and managed to keep in good condition. (19) To add to Buck"s misery, the other dogs robbed him of his daily ration and Buck found it a hard struggle to compete with his teammates with his own share of food. Defenders of speciesism, like Cohen or Gray may applaud this struggle as "right conduct" (Cohen) for survival, but we should not overlook the politics that actually lead one to worst extremes.
It is the politics of imperialism. The imperial powers are too self-centric, harsh and shrewd to allow the proper and right division of wealth among individuals. The "hunger fang" is so unbearable and terrible that it leads one to forget his moral considerations and do things which his conscience would not otherwise permit. As Darwin, speaking of the similarity of the species, upholds the view that "if all organisms are on the same physical continuum, the we should also be on the same moral continuum" ;( "Speciesism" web) the suffering of animals should be viewed from the same moral level…He was fit, that was all, and unconsciously he accommodated himself to the new mode of life. All his days, no matter what the odds, he had never run from a fight. But the club of the man in the red sweater had beaten into him a more fundamental and primitive code….He did not steal for joy of it, but because of the clamor of his stomach. He did not rob openly, but stole secretly and cunningly, out of respect for club and fang. In short, the things he did were done because it was easier to do them than not to do them. (19) The dominant primordial beast was strong in Buck and as he manages his hunger fangs, once again he strives for supremacy. He engaged in a feud with Spitz, but soon the entire team is attacked by four or five huskies from the Indian village that had scented the camp and was "crazed by the smell of food."(22) Here starts another battle, another struggle for survival and supremacy among members of the same species. It is speciesism at its starkest.
Whether human beings are bereft of kindness to animals and justly exploit them is a matter of debate. Sometimes, as defenders of speciesism would assert, it is necessary to take the upper hand over the animals for the preservation of themselves. It may sound too self-centric, but it is not altogether irrational. Francois" tendering the hurt and wounded animals raises a serious question and Jack London subtly implies itWith four hundred miles still between them and Dawson, he could ill afford to have madness break out among his dogs. (24) Francois and Perrault are government couriers and as the superior authority always exercise a "pan optican" control over its workers; they have no other alternative than to be sometimes brutal and at times kind towards the poor animals. Much like the animals, humanists would claim that these men are also to be pitied.
As an example tending towards speciesists, we may note note the following instance…the dog driver rubbed Buck"s feet for half an hour each night after supper, and sacrificed the tops of his own moccasins to make four moccasins for Buck. (25) The desire to cling to a position at times becomes tragic and painful. According to SingerAnimals as well as humans have interests -though of course not all human and animal interests are the same. The interests that a being has depend on the experiences of which it is capable. Because both animals and humans are capable of feeling pain, for example, both have an interest in avoiding it. (Britannica online, web)
In The Call of the Wild, Jack London exemplifies this feeling of pain in animals in heightened tones, through Dave. Initially a non-interfering, introvert fellow dog, Dave gradually takes the toil of traces and trail to be part and parcel of his life. And unfortunately when exhaustion comes among the dogs, "it was Dave who suffered most of all". (39) Something had gone wrong with him. He became more morose and irritable, and when the camp was pitched at once made his nest, where his driver fed him. Once out of the harness and down, he did not get on his feet again till harness-up time in the morning. Sometimes, in the traces, when jerked by a sudden stoppage of the sled, or by straining to start it, he would cry out with pain. (39-40)
Everyone was at a loss to decipher what has happened to Dave. They understood that "something was wrong inside, but they could locate no broken bones, could not make it out". (40) What surprises us most is that though Dave is suffering intolerably from intense physical pain, he is not ready to sacrifice his position in the trail. The zest for supremacy, the desire to lead is more dominant than the physical pain. As Singer stated, both humans and animals are capable of feeling pain and have an interest in avoiding it. The tragic intensity is heightened when we find that though physically incapable, Dave would not give up his position as London presents in the chapter "Who has Won to Mastership" -By the time Cassiar Bar was reached, he was so weak that he was falling repeatedly in the traces. The Scotch half-breed called a halt and took him out of the team, making the next dog, Sol-leks, fast to the sled.
Sick as he was, Dave resented being taken out, granting and growling while the traces were unfastened and whimpering broken-heartedly when he saw Sol-leks in the position he had held and served so long. For the pride of trace and trail was his, and, sick unto death, he could not bear that another dog should do his work. (40, emphasis mine)
So to relieve the dog of his mental anguish, he was harnessed in again so that he could die her easy and content. So he was harnessed in again, and proudly he pulled as of old, though more than once he cried out involuntarily from the bite of his inward hurt. Several times he fell down and was dragged in the traces, and once the sled ran upon him so that he limped thereafter in one of his hind legs.
But ultimately -His strength left him and the last his mates saw of him he lay gasping in the snow and yearning toward them. But they could hear him mournfully howling till they passed out of sight behind a belt of river timber. (41) This is Darwin"s struggle for survival in the land of the fittest. Though Darwin called for the assignment of a similar moral status to both humans and animals, the suffering of Dave is, as Ryder pointed out, an instance of the exploitation of non-human animals and very much in tune with racism and sexism. It is the principle of elimination and differences operating in all strata of society.
V. Is Speciesism justified?
"Speciesism" as a theory of moral right empowers human beings with the right to treat animals as they deserve. Speciesism is immoral, observes Peter Singer. In his interview with Salon, Singer validates his faith -I don"t think we can say that somehow we, as humans, are the sole repository of all moral value, and that all beings beyond our species don"t matter. I think they do matter, and we need to expand our moral consideration to take that into account. (Chua Sept 22, 2007, web) The principle of superiority blinds one to the fact that animals are also capable of feeling pain. The extremity of animals being worked to serve the interests of man is observed in the chapter entitled "The Toil of Traces and Trail" of Jack London"s The Call of the Wild where we find the pitiful condition of the otherwise Buck"s one hundred and forty pounds had dwindled to one hundred and fifteen. The rest of his mates, though lighter dogs, had relatively lost more weight than he. Pike, the malingerer, who in his lifetime of deceit had often successfully feigned a hurt leg, was now limping in earnest. Sol-leks were limping, and Dub was suffering from a wrenched shoulder blade. (42) Animals worth nothing in face of dollars and pounds. The old weary animals are to be got rid of and allow new ones to take their place. Men were in the rush for the "yellow metal" and they can not afford to stake their "bucks" (money) at the cost of the weary Bucks! Fresh batches of Hudson Bay dogs were to take the places of those worthless for the trail. The worthless ones were to be got rid of and since dogs count for little against dollars, they were to be sold. (43) Another phase of inhuman brutality and merciless exploitation begins as Buck and his mates are bought by two men from the States. The two men, Hal and Charles, are, to sharply coin, avowed speciescists. From the moment they take charge of the dogs, begins their predominating over them.
They have perhaps grown up believing in the principle that as they have bought the dogs with their own money, they have moral claim and right over the beasts and they can treat them as they wish. Raymond Benoit observes in his article "Jack London"s "The Call of the Wild" " -…The dogs are overworked and clubbed when they become too weak from lack of food to pull the load that civilization demands. (American Quarterly 20.2.1 248) Donald Graft in his article "Against Strong Speciesism", points out that defender of speciesism may assert speciesism with the following argumentMembers of a species may do whatever is required to ensure the survival of that species, including exploiting other species. (Society for Applied Philosophy 14.2 1997 109)
Hal"s maltreating and brutally exploiting the dogs -""The lazy brutes, I"ll show them", he cried, preparing to lash out at them with a whip" (44) and his succeeding beating the dogs -"… Buck and his friends struggling frantically under the rain of blows" (45) may be defended by speciesists as necessary, but such action is not morally justified.
VI. Richard Ryder observes -
We treat the other animals not as relatives, but as unfeeling things. We would not dream of treating our babies, or mentally handicapped adults, in these ways -yet these humans are sometimes less intelligent and less able to communicate with us than are some exploited non-humans. (Ryder The Guardian Saturday Aug 6 2005) It is quite illogical and irrational that being members of an inferior species, the animals should suffer the miscalculations of manIn the nature of Arctic travel there was a reason why fourteen dogs should not drag one sled, and that was that one sled could not carry the food for fourteen dogs. But Charles and Hal did not know this. They had worked the trip out with a pencil, so much to a dog, so many dogs, so many days, Q.E.D Mercedes (Hal"s sister) looked over their shoulders and nodded comprehensively, it was not so very simple. (47) Raymond Benoit further exemplifies London"s standCharles, Hal and Mercedes (civilization) fail to pull down their vanity and learn of the green (in this case, white) world; they are judged and condemned by London to a death caused by the weight of their baggage which cracks the river ice. (American Quarterly 248)
As George Bernard Shaw says that "Nature may have tricks up her sleeves to check us if the chemists exploit her too greedily" (Freedom), so the inhuman beings, the "nice family party", Charles, Hal and Mercedes, gets drowned ultimately. It is as if a price they paid for exploiting the poor animals. Buck"s tutelage is now taken over by a kind and generous master John Thornton and his harsh days in the trail ends.
VII.

Conclusion -
Finally, what is speciesism actually and how The Call of the Wild is an exemplification of speciesism. It would be worthwhile in this regard to quote Darwin as Donald Graft does in his article -I look at the term species, as one arbitrarily given for the sake of convenience to a set of individuals closely resembling each other. (Society for Applied Philosophy 114)
Darwin hardly had anticipated that this naming for the sake of convenience would ultimately take the form of an "-ism" and thereby assert superiority and dominance. We may agree with Gray that human beings matter more to other human beings more than animals do…" (Graft 108 ), but the argument of defenders of speciesism that exploitation of one species is just for the survival of another, cannot be wholly agreed. Being the most advanced and superior species, human beings should develop different means for their preservation rather than merely exploit animals. Jack London in the chapter entitled "For the Love of a Man" in The Call of the Wild the presents an alternative reality through John Thornton where Buck differentiates between his previous This man had saved his life, which was something, but further, he was the ideal master. Other men saw to the welfare of their dogs from a sense of duty and business expediency; he saw to the welfare of him as if they were his own children, because he could not help it. (57)
Buck knew that his master loved him and so when that winter at Dawson, Thornton was in trouble, Buck performed the most difficult task in his life. In a leisurely conversation when the miners" men were bragging about the strength and energy of their favourite dogs, Thornton also bragged about Buck and caused troubleAt the end of half an hour one man stated that his dog could start a sled with five hundred pounds and walk off with it; a second bragged six hundred for his dog; and a third, seven hundred. "Pooh! Pooh!" said John Thornton; "Buck can start a thousand pounds." … … "And break it out, and walk off with it for a hundred yards," John Thornton said coolly. (63-64) But Buck did it for the sake of his master. He pulled the sled and walked with it. His act left the
VIII.
Audience Speechless -
